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 WASHINGTON, D.C. ‚ Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) announced that the U.S. House of Representatives today approved $300,000 in fiscal year (FY) 2006 funding for the Northern Tier Economic Gardening Project to be administered by the Franklin County Community Development Corporation (FCCDC) to assist entrepreneurs and small firms in the region.

  The funding is included in the FY ë06 Science, State, Justice, and Commerce Appropriations conference report approved by the House today.  Olver is a member of the Appropriations Committee and worked to secure the funding. After the Senate approves the conference report, it goes to the president's desk to be signed into law.

  "Fostering successful entrepreneurs is especially important for the Northern Tier," Olver said. "The region's residents and economic base are more dependent on individual initiative and small firms.  I am pleased to be able to secure this funding and am confident in the success of this project."

   The Northern Tier Economic Gardening Project will foster economic development in the 30 towns of Franklin County and the North Quabbin region of Massachusetts.

   The project is an outgrowth of a strategic plan to rebuild the economy of the Northern Tier region of Massachusetts.

  The Northern Tier region is in northwest Massachusetts, running from the New York border east to Gardner. The Northern Tier faces unique economic challenges, and census data has shown that many of the state's poorest communities are concentrated here.

  To address these challenges, in FY ë03 Olver secured $150,000 in federal funding for the Franklin Regional Council of Governments (FRCOG) to create a strategic plan to rebuild the economy of the Northern Tier.  FRCOG commissioned Mt. Auburn Associates of Northampton, a consulting firm specializing in economic development issues.  The firm spent a year working with a steering committee of regional planners, economic development and housing officials, and political and business leaders to develop the plan, which was completed in the fall of 2004.

   A specific recommendation of the plan was to create a Northern Tier Economic Gardening Program to foster economic development by offering specialized value-added services to established entrepreneurs and firms with strong growth prospects, addressing geographic service gaps, and expanding outreach to build awareness of services and trusting relationships with targeted enterprises.

  These funds will do exactly that. The Northern Economic Gardening Project will serve established entrepreneurs and small firms with strong growth potential, and will place its emphasis on the many food-based businesses in the region, as well as businesses with a small number of employees. The program will offer customized business research assistance, market development services and access to a database of industry experts. Special attention will be given to food-based enterprises using the resources and expertise of the Western Massachusetts Food Processing Center, located at the FCCDC.

    The economic gardening program will include:
    -  Development of new and flexible financing options for entrepreneurs.
    -  New business development services, such as an information technology services to assist with customized business research, a database of industry experts for advice and consulting to firms, and market development services to assist firms in reaching new markets.
    -  A regional matching grant pool to help firms access specialized services or technical assistance and subsidize young firms.
    -  Business outreach programs to market the program's services and build stronger relationships with key growth firms.
    -  A youth entrepreneur component, which is critical for the future and an important source of entrepreneurial talent.
    -  The resource of the Western Massachusetts Food Processing Center for food-based businesses, which provides commercial-sized cooking, baking, processing, packaging equipment and technical expertise, as well as business training programs, marketing advice and help in obtaining financing.

  The Economic Gardening Project will be housed and administered at the FCCDC and overseen by an advisory committee.

    The FCCDC will collaborate with Service Corps of Retired Executives, the Massachusetts Small Business Development Center Network, Western MA Enterprise Fund, Young Entrepreneur Society, Greenfield Community College, Franklin County and North Quabbin Chambers of Commerce, and North Quabbin Community Coalition.

 ###  For more information, contact John Waite, Executive Director, FCCDC, at 413-774-7204, ext. 102 
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